What\u27s love got to do with it? Trust and corporate citizenship in the new economy by Birch, David
Deakin Research Online 
Deakin University’s institutional research repository 
DDeakin Research Online  
Research Online  
This is the published version (version of record) of: 
 
Birch, David 2004-03, What's love got to do with it? Trust and corporate 
citizenship in the new economy, Consumer directions, pp. 5-6-12. 
 
Available from Deakin Research Online: 
http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30016067  
 
 
Reproduced with kind permission of the copyright owner.  
 
 
Copyright : 2004, Society of Consumer Affairs Professionals in Business 
 
 
 
 
 
Dexter Dunphy, a leading 
Australian analyst of business 
and sustainability, tells the story 
in Organizational Change for 
Corporate Sustainability of 
a distinguished European 
Professor (Leo Buscaglia) who, 
when asked for the title of a talk 
that other management and 
business academics had invited 
him to deliver, would, more 
often than not, be greeted with 
embarrassed silence when 
he would simply say, "Love". 1 
A s Dunphy points out, "Love is the matrix from which community is born ... without empathy, caring, compassion, respect, tolerance and love, 
organizations cease to be communities, trust dissolves 
and all relationships become calculative" .2 
But "love" is not a term that sits easily with mainstream 
discourse on business and management. Yet, as Malcolm 
Mcintosh, founding editor of The Journal of Corporate 
Citizenship, makes clear, the complexity of modern 
business, and "the challenges and opportunities that are 
inherent in the development of corporations as socially and 
environmentally responsible 'citizens' at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century",3 demands that companies, as highly 
complex organisations, require "an infinite variety of views, 
which have these characteristics: awe, love, faith and 
beauty"" all of which, he asserts, require "trust". 
How much of this sort of talk, you might ask, lies at the base 
of the curricula in universities and management schools 
around the world? Are we really teaching our future business 
leaders about "love" and "awe"? Well, we're not. But we are 
increasingly recognising the need to position "trust" at the 
heart of good business and good business/community 
relations. As we become more aware of the complexities 
involved in developing a new economics thinking which 
positjons people, rather than just money or commodities, 
at the heart of globalising economies, we need to recognise, 
as Simon Zadek makes clear in The Civil Corporation, that 
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"the era of bottomless trust [has] come to a precipitous and 
painful end".5 Few of us, worldwide, now position business 
very highly in any ranking scales that ask about "trust". 
Yet, as Zadek rightly points out, "Corporate social and 
environmental performance in the New Economy depends 
on what people really think about business, and what is 
really important to them".6 That being the case then we 
clearly need to do something about it. 
Trust is about people - corporate reputation is about 
organisations. But, as Zadek also points out, trust "is a 
complicated and volatile substance".' As more and more in 
business recognise its importance, they are also increasingly 
recognising thano generate, build and, more importantly, to 
sustain trust they need to radically rethink the rationale of 
business society relationships. Getting this rethinking onto the 
agenda lies at the heart of the corporate citizenship/corporate 
social responsibility push in the last few years." 
"Trust", as Zadek says, "is deeply rooted in people's values, 
visions and personal experiences. At the same time it is 
fluid, moulded both deliberately and organically by the 
complex interactions of people's internal and external 
worlds. At one level it can provide a stable basis on which 
to build long-term relationships, shared values, and pursue 
common aims for mutual benefit"." All of which are central 
tenets of contemporary corporate citizenship. But, he warns, 
"At another level, trust can be an unstable cocktail of fact 
and fiction, of utopian desire and pathological 
hopelessness".'o Such a cocktail defines, quite succinctly, 
a lot of the media commentary,' corporate 
reputation/responsibility indices and debate about the role 
of business and business/society relations that has been 
taking place in Australia in recent years. 
There is still very firmly a "them and us" culture in Australia 
(and worldwide) between civil society generally and 
business. This was demonstrated most recently with the 
findings of two worldwide surveys conducted for the World 
Economic Forum (WEF) in 2002, which questioned 36,000 
people in 36 countries." 
Big companies, together with legislatures and parliaments, 
are the least trusted entities in the world, while non-
government organisations (NGOs) are the most trusted. As 
Karen Armstrong pointed out in the WEF Annual Meeting in 
2003'2 which received this report, "Building trust, respecting 
differences and valuing one another, ie, learning the art of 
pluralism, is no longer just a 'nice idea', but essential to 
survival".'3 Noted sociologist Anthony Giddens, at this same 
meeting, made the important distinction between active and 
passive trust, saying that "Passive trust is built on traditional 
expectations, while active trust must be earned over time". 
5 
"Trust", he said, "particularly active trust, can be destroyed 
in a heartbeat and might never be recaptured. A single 
incident could result in an irreversible, downward spiral".14 
It is the lack of this active trust in business that is clearly 
being signalled in the sort of results emerging from surveys 
right now on this issue. 
"There is clearly a major erosion 
of trust in business taking place." 
There is clearly, then, a major erosion of trust in business 
taking place and, with that, a growing recognition that 
effective translation of corporate values and mission 
statements on social and environmental responsibilities is 
not perceived by many people to be happening. The route 
to rebuilding that trust, the WEF recommends, requires: 
• Establishing accountability. Who is responsible, what are 
they responsible for and what are the consequences if 
the rules are violated? 
• Increasing corporate transparency. This entails a true 
dialogue with a range of stakeholder groups and a serious 
effort on the part of business leaders to listen and learn. 
• Revisiting corporate values and values statements. This 
requires corporate values that are, at least to some 
extent, externally driven and responsive to a range of 
stakeholder communities. 
• Recovery and economic growth are probably necessary, 
but not sufficient, conditions for the rebuilding of trust. 
But rebuilding trust is not going to be easy outside business 
when, in a 2003 survey on employee trust and corporate 
credibility, only 55 per cent of those surveyed inside business 
said that they actually trusted their corporate employers.'5 
So, in consequence of surveys like this, many CEOs 
worldwide are now positioning values as an essential basis 
for build ing trust.'6 In line with this, a white paper was 
developed in late 2003 in America by The Public Relations 
Coalition, entitled Restoring Trust in Business: Models for 
Action. The paper calls for companies to adopt ethical 
principles, to pursue transparency and disclosure in 
everything they do and to make trust a fundamental precept 
of corporate governance.17 As Kofi Annan (Secretary-
General of the United Nations) made clear at the time this 
report appeared, "global citizenship, based on trust and a 
sense of shared responsibility, is a crucial pillar of progress" 
in an age of inter-dependence.'s 
But, as we all know, trust has to be earned . In the words 
of Anne Lawrence, when writing about the multinational 
company Royal Dutch/Shell and the measures this company 
has taken to improve its social and environmental 
performance, earning this trust comes about "as the result 
of an ongoing process of making and keeping 
commitments".'9 It requires relationship building and that in 
turn requires knowledge and understanding from all parties 
involved in the relationship. It requires "empathy", "respect" 
and "tolerance" - despite the urgency with which some 
advocacy NGOs drive the agenda for immediate, often 
utopian, change. It requires cultural change on both sides. 
It requires the ability to listen, compromise and to be 
prepared for failures and disappointments. It requires taking 
risks. It requires dialogue, and "give and take on both 
sides", and it requires willingness to face the demands 
of the surprises, which will inevitably come along. 
At the same t ime it requires a willingness for all parties 
to understand and engage with the imperatives of an 
understanding of trust which, in the words of Peter Block, 
"comes out of the experience of pursuing what is true" }O 
6 
But how we pursue what is "true" is often radically different, 
as Francis Fukuyama made very clear in Trust: The Social 
Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity} ' For Fukuyama, the 
sort of trust that he argues has developed more effectively in 
East Asian economies will be a better answer to sustainable 
economic success in the West. 
Fukuyama's "truth", in this respect, is very much about 
economic self-interest - institutional and old economic, 
whereas Peter Block argues that truth is to be found within 
each of us as individuals. Its real value, he says, will rely 
on us learning to trust each other, given that not every 
individual's inner truth will be the same and, unlike 
Fukuyama, there is no monolithic old economic value driving 
the new economy agenda. Block seeks to replace concepts 
like "self-interest", "dependency" and "control" (all at the 
heart of the old economy thinking of Fukuyama and others) 
with terms like "service", "responsibility" and "partnership". 
These are exactly the new economy terms at the heart of 
contemporary corporate Citizenship, and exactly at the heart 
of what constitutes the generation of trust between 
individuals, organisations and social sectors. 
"There is, as Malcolm Mcintosh 
makes clear, 'a close link 
between trust, truth and love'." 
Despite our nervousness about using this sort of language, 
there is, as Malcolm Mcintosh makes clear, "a close link 
between trust, truth and love"}2 Mcintosh argues that if 
we are to create a truly sustainable society - what he calls 
"a shared home for humanity" - for both ourselves and for 
future generations, we absolutely need to develop "trust in, 
love of and belief in, PlanetHome".23 Corporate citizenship 
argues that such a position is a non-negotiable, non-
discretionary position for all of us to take - business, 
government and civil society}' 
Block's position is similar. "Our survival", he says, "depends 
on our taking the idea of service to constituents and making 
it concrete in our governance systems".25 Such a service-
based governance system will mean, he asserts, "the 
redistribution of power, privilege, purpose and wealth" }6 
Otherwise, "All the team building, improvement teams, and 
skills training in the world will not create service if the 
institutional questions of choice and equity never change" .27 
This is a challenge about building social capital. John 
Elkington, a leading commentator on sustainability and triple 
bottom line thinking, positions such social capital as an 
absolute necessity if we are to build a truly sustainable 
society. And he goes further by stating that, "the degree of 
trust between a corporation or an industry and their external 
stakeholders is likely to be a key factor determining their 
long-term sustainability".2s "Distrust in a society", Elkington 
argues, "imposes a kind of tax on all forms of economic 
activity, a tax that high-trust societies do not have to pay" .29 
It is clear, then, that: 
The successful company of the future will be the one that 
has seized the opportunity opened up by today's 
apparent chaos and confusion, created a market niche 
among previously untapped customers, and generated a 
unique value proposition that appeals to the hearts of all 
its stakeholders, from its shareholders and consumers to 
its employees and the communities in which it works. 30 
How companies create that "unique value" as caring, 
effective, corporate citizens is one of the major challenges 
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facing all of us right now. We may choose not to make 
"love" a part of the language we use in doing all of this, not 
least for fear of scaring the corporate world into a hurried 
retreat into the comfort zones of old economic rationalism, 
but we would be wise not to lose sight of it altogether if, at 
the end of the day, our aim is to build sustainable societies 
for ourselves and future generations. D 
Professor David Birch may be contacted bye-mail at 
<birchd@deakin.edu.au>. 
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